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AUTHOR'S FORWARD: 


— = 
QD HE material upon which this brief 


history of Old First Church is based was culled 
from the Church Records, which included the 
account books, the minutes of Session and the 
minutes of the Trustees; from various notes kept 
by former pastors; from the Hon. Henry C. 
Platt's ‘Historical Address'’ given on the 4th of 
July in 1876; trom the ‘Historical Discourse’ 
given by the Rev. Robert Davidson, D. D., ‘'on 
the occasion of the ''Bi-Centennial Commemora- 
tion of the Founding of the First Christian Church 
in the Town of Huntington, L. I." in 1865, and 
from "The Heritage’ by Mary Banks Rogers and 
Dr. E. J. Humeston, written in celebration of the 
275th Anniversary of Old First Church. The 
Town Records, compiled by Charles Street, served 
as the basis for the early statements, since in the 
beginning, the Church and the Town govern- 
ments were one and the same. 


Many other early histories were read and 
digested in the course of the research, but they 
served to give background and understanding, 
and were not used as prime sources. 


ROSTER OF THE MINISTERS 
OF OLD FIRST CHURCH 


WILLIAM LEVERICH 


ELIPHALET JONES 


EBEHEZ PRIME 


Rosert Davipson, D.D. 


SAMUEL TT’. CaRTER 


GEORGE Eppy 


J. JEFFREY JOHNSTONE, D.D. _ 


Epwarp J. Humeston, D.D. _ 


Wiu1am BS. Hess, D.D. 


1658—1669 
1676—1723 
1723-1799 
1785—1789 
1793—1817 
1817—1824 
1824—1832 
1833—1836 
1836—1855 
1855—1863 
1863—1868 
1868—1902 | 
1902—1911 
1911—1920 
1920—1940 
1940— 


A. J. Graesser, Architect 


Architect’s sketch of the enlarged facilities for future service. 


DEDICATION: 


This brief history of Old First 
Church is dedicated, with hope 
and high faith, to the members 
of its Congregation who will one 
day celebrate its 400th Anni- 


versary. 


THE REV. WILLIAM SAMUEL HESS, 


D.D., Pastor 


MmiSTORY OF @LDVEIRST CHURCH 
by Ruth Schier 


Old First Church stands, serene and lovely, atop East 
Hill in Huntington. The suns and storms of 174 years have 
beaten against her graceful frame; her sanctuary has held 
the hopes and sorrows of many generations. Weddings, 
christenings, funerals have filled her years; she has given 
courage, cheer and comfort to the thousands who have come 
and gone since she was built. 


Despite her years, she has never had a settled look; 
her lines aspire from hill to heavens, lifting, encouraging, 
demanding that the way be up. Despite her serene look, 
. she has suffered internal storm as well as external weather, 
but always she has sent her people out to try once more to 
put the balance on the side of good; old as she is in years, 
she is young in spirit. | 


In spite of Old First's age, she is the third in the line 
of edifices which have housed her congregations. I+ takes 
a congregation to build a church. Her first congregation 
and the founders of the Town of Huntington were one and 
the same. 


Old First's original congregation arrived on these 
shores with its minister, William Leverich, in 1653. It was 
a small band of men from Sandwich, Massachusetts, who, 
with their families, wanted to settle on Long Island. The 
Reverend Leverich had one extra purpose in mind, that 
he should do missionary work with the Indians. The group, 
under Mr. Leverich's leadership, bought Oyster Bay from 
the Matinecocks, and.a few of the men came on to buy 
Huntington from the same Indians. 


For five years Mr. Leverich divided his time and his 
efforts between the two white settlements and his Indian 
friends, but by 1658, having a family of his own to think 
about, he was only too ready to accept the invitation of 
the Huntington group to live among them as their own 
particular pastor. 


There was no church here then—services were held in 
Mr. Holdworth's schoolroom, as were Town meetings and 
court trials. It is hard to say when a church would have 
been built, had it not been for the Duke's Laws, instituted 
in 1665. 


This most unpopular form of government insisted, 
among other things, that every Town not already possessed 
of a church build one immediately, big enough to hold 200 
people. Although seething with discontent over the Duke's 
Laws, the people of Huntington nonetheless complied with 
this stricture, and built their first church next to Meeting 
House Brook in 1665. Meeting House Brook, it is thought, 
ran along Prime Avenue, in the valley to the west of the 
present church. 


Mr. Leverich retired in 1669 to join his son in 
Newton. A graduate of Cambridge University, a man of 
enterprise and intelligence, this first pastor had been lawyer, 
businessman and property owner as well as leader of his 
flock. He represented the Town in several patent cases (in 
those days patents concerned a town’s land), he built the 
first grist mill in Huntington, and he owned much of the 
land hereabouts. 


Many of Huntington's early inhabitants were men of 
education and intelligence, and several were well-traveled 
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for their times. Insularity was no part of their make-up. 
Although they could and did put their hands to whatever 
tasks needed doing, they could hold their own in any com- 
pany, too. Their ministers, therefore, had to have a high 
order of education and learning in order to be able to lead 
them. Cambridge, Harvard and Yale degrees graced our 
pulpit for the first hundred and twenty-five years of our 
church's existence. In each case our pastors were men of 
more than ordinary gifts, and both our Town and our Church 
have much to thank them for. 


For seven years after Mr. Leverich's retirement, the 
pulpit stayed vacant. Services were conducted by lay mem- 
bers of the congregation, but the Town tired of this and in 
1673 appointed a committee to procure a minister. In 1675 
the Rev. Eliphalet Jones a Harvard graduate visited Hunt- 
ington, assuming the duties of the pastorate. Mr. Jones, 
taking the temper of the townspeople, refused to make a 
permanent agreement until he was sure he was thoroughly 
welcome. In June of 1677 he appeared before the Huntington 
division of the Suffolk County Foot regiment while it was 
drilling on the green near the church, and asked to have 
"the company drawn up in order'’, which was done. He then 
asked them to signify their will concerning his ministry amongst 
them. "Ye whole company,’ wrote their Captain, Joseph 
Baylys, “held up all their hands, but only one man held up 
his hand to the contrary'’. The Reverend Jones then accept- 
ed, and stayed as Huntington's pastor for the rest of his life. 


In 1715 it became necessary to build a new church, 
the first building, even with enlargements, proving inade- 
guate. Everyone accepted the necessity, but no one agreed 
about the location. Half the townspeople wanted to build 
the new church on the location of the old, by Meeting 
House Brook, and in fact, started to do so; the other half 


were adamant about its being placed on top of East Hill, 
and refused financial support to the Meeting House Brook 
project. The Reverend Jones proved himself as a moder- 
ator by calling in three other ministers as judges to listen 
to the arguments of each side and make the final decision. 
In the end the people who favored the East Hill location 
paid for the removal of the new frame from the Meeting 
House Brook site to East Hill, and there finished the con- 
struction, with the approval of all concerned. 


The Rev. Mr. Jones died in his ninety-first year, hav- 
ing first in 1723, ordained Ebenezer Prime as minister in his 
place. The Rev. Mr. Prime, also a Harvard graduate, was 
a most vital and. intelligent man, a leader of revolutionary 
thought as well as a beloved pastor to his flock. He was in 
no small way responsible for Huntington's immediate and 
enthusiastic support of the Revolution, and as a consequence, 
both he and his church suffered manifold indignities from 
the British troops of occupation. His large and valuable 
library was vandalized by the British soldiers, his house was 
used to quarter both soldiers and their horses, and the 
church was turned into a storage depot and stable. After 
Mr. Prime's death in 1779, Col. Benjamin Thompson of the 
Queen's Rangers tore down the church and used its timbers 
to construct "Fort Golgotha" on the old burying ground hill 
behind the present library. Col. Thompson, who later be- 
came Count Rumford, built his marquee in front of the Rev. 
Mr. Prime's grave, that he might have the pleasure of 
treading on the old Rebel'’ as often as he went in or out. 
His soldiers used the tombstones from the grave yard as 
slabs for baking their bread. 


It was during the Rev. Mr. Prime's ministry that the 
"Great Awakening’ took place, when the hysterical evan- 


gelism of Davenport caused the first split among church 
people on the Island. Those who chose to follow him called 
themselves ‘separatists’. In counteraction to the furor 
aroused by Davenport's, mad fervor (he went temporarily in- 
sane) the Presbytery of Suffolk was organized in 1747. Suf- 
folk's churches changed from their original independent 
community set-up to the present Presbyterial form of govern- 
ment. 


In 1784, after the Revolution, churches throughout 
the state were enabled, by Legislative Act, to elect trustees 
for the care of their temporal affairs, and in Huntington, at 
least, this had the effect of finally separating Old First from 
the Town government. 


The first order of work for Old First's parishioners, 
once the Revolution was won and done, was to rebuild their 
church. Impoverished as they were from the long years of 
British occupation, they managed, nevertheless, to scrape 
together enough money to hire an architect, Samuel Havi- 
land of New York, and to purchase the necessary materials. 
They did the actual construction themselves. Even the 
women, wanting an active part in the work beyond the 
serving of food to the men, got busy with adzes and shaped 
the beams. 


The result of all the work was the sanctuary which 
stands today — beautiful in its simplicity, one of the most 
truly lovely examples of colonial architecture extant. It is 
amusing to read this criticism of it made by a Victorian 
pastor in 1865—''The structure was considered quite elegant 
for its day, and a sort of paragon, though the style would 
be regarded by modern architects somewhat old fashioned’! 


Nathaniel Woodhull, a Yale graduate, became the 
fourth pastor of Old First Church in 1785, but his pastorate 
lasted only four years, when, his talents having spread his 
fame, he accepted a call to a wealthier parish. 


For five years the pulpit was without its own pastor. 
Supplies’ came now and again, but in the main a devoted 
elder, James Nostrand, conducted most of the services and 
held the congregation together until the Rev. William Schenk, 
graduate of Princeton, took over in 1793. He stayed until 
his voluntary retirement in 1817, when the Rev. Samuel 
Robertson became the pastor. 


During the seven years of Mr. Robertson's pastorate, 
@ parsonage was built, but the arguments between pastor 
and session over the architecture became so bitter that Mr. 
Robertson resigned. ) 


He was followed in 1824 by the Rev. Nehemia Brown, 
a Yale graduate. A severe schism between the Church and 
the Presbytery of Suffolk developed over his qualitications 
for the pulpit (he being more teacher than preacher) and 
the church ultimately withdrew from the Suffolk Presbytery 
and joined the Presbytery of New York. The whole affair 
caused a very deep division in the congregation, which never | 
truly healed. A country-wide temperance movement com- 
plicated the situation further. Some of the parishioners 
espoused it, more resented it as an hysterical infringement 
upon personal freedom. These men were men of modera- 
tion, and some did not drink at all, but they resented any- 
one telling them that they couldn't. The Rev. Mr. Brown, 
a temperance man himself, resigned in 1832, after an intense — 
disagreement with the session, during which he sought the 
advice of several older, more experienced ministers. To 


quote Mr. Brown's own words, "'In the pastor's opinion, and 
in our view, there is nothing in all the matter of our diffi- 
culty but opposition to the advocates, whether preacher or 
religious papers, of the temperance reformation; and with 
us this opposition has appeared precisely the same as in 
innumerable instances about our country". 


In 1832 the Synod divided the Long Island Presbytery, 
giving the Huntington Church permission to join the 2nd 
Presbytery, which it did. 


In 1833 the Rev. Solomon Halliday was ordained to 
the pulpit. Hunting, and out door activities appealed to 
him more than the pastorate, which he resigned at the end 
of three years. It is said that he sometimes brought his 
hounds into church while he preached. 


James McDougal of the college of New Jersey and 
Auburn took over next, in the same year, 1836. His was a 
pastorate of ‘'peace at any price’, the divisions in the 
congregation having steadily grown and increased. His 
nineteen years in Old First's pulpit left him a nervous wreck, 
unable ever again to fulfill his calling to his own or anyone 
else's .satisfaction. 


Thomas McCauley, a Princeton graduate, took over 
the pastorate next, in 1855. Unlike his predecessor, he was 
aggressive,’a spellbinder, and, one guesses, an egotist of the 
first water. He demanded and got the parsonage enlarged, 
and had additions made to the church, although the con- 
gregation could ill-afford the cost. His youth and his per- 
sonal magnetism carried things along for a while, but in- 
evitably, his brashness put the entire congregation into an 
uproar. The divisions, deep when he came, turned into an 


irreconcilable split. The congregation, already divided against 
itself, needed only the injection of this vivid and contro- 
versial personality to break hopelessly apart. The Rev. Mr. 
McCauley ''resigned'’ his charge in 1863, after a dramatic 
scene with the congregation which gained the sympathy of 
some, and enraged and revolted others. 


Dr. Davidson took over the explosive pastorate in the 
same year, and under his guidance, Presbytery was asked to 
allow the formation of a Second Presbyterian Church in 
Huntington. The request was granted, and 90 members 
left to form Second Church, with Rev. Mr. Wyncoop as 


their minister. 


It was during Dr. Davidson's pastorate that the Bi- 
centennial celebration of Old First Church took place, in 
1865. The beginning of the church then being dated from 
its first building rather than from the inception of its first 
formal pastorate, as now. Dr. Davidson, a scholar, and one 
of the few pastors who came to us after years in the min- 
istry, retired from his charge in 1868, being replaced by 
Samuel T. Carter in the same year. 


The thirty-four years of the Rev. Mr. Carter's pas- 
torate ushered in a golden era for the church. The harmony 
of his home spread into the church and into the town. The 
Town's Protestant churches united for mid-weekly meetings, 
even held union meetings. This pastor became so well-loved 
throughout the Town, that upon his retirement, Father York 
of St. Patrick's Roman Catholic Church organized a farewell 
reception for him at the Opera House, given by all the 
citizens of the Town. 


Besides his wonderful personality, Mr. Carter also 
possessed an intelligent and searching mind, which caused 


him to criticise certain phases of scholastic theology. In 
1902, having resigned his charge, he devoted himself whole- 
heartedly to his campaign to reform Calvinistic dogma. He 
narrowly averted a trial for heresy in the process, but was 
given real support in his reform efforts by elders of Old 
First Church active in the Presbytery at the time. 


The Rev. George Eddy followed Dr. Carter in 1902, 
and was in turn followed in 1911 by the Rev. Dr. J. Jeffrey 
Johnstone, an urbane, cultivated Englishman. He, in his turn, 
was succeeded in 1920 by the Rev. Dr. Edward J. Humeston, 
well remembered by many in the present congregation. 


Dr. Humeston, a man of lively intellect, deep sym- 
pathy and warm understanding, saw Old First's congregation 
grow so much that in 1928 it became necessary to add the 
present Parish House. In 1933 the 275th Anniversary of the 
Church was celebrated, Dr. Humeston co-authoring the his- 
torical pageant given in the sanctuary in observance of the 
occasion. Upon his retirement in 197? because of a heart 
condition, Dr. Humeston filled his time writing editorials and 
his well loved ''Peter Perkins'’ poems until his death in 1948. 


The Rev. Dr. William S. Hess, the present pastor, 
took over Old First's pulpit in 1940. Under his leadership 
the congregation has grown to the point where it is once 
more necessary to build an addition to the Church, which 
is to be started in the year of Old First's 300th anniversary. 
The work of the church has increased; her manifold activities 
enable all her members to serve her as God gave them the 
ability to serve. 


Old First Church is an active, vital force in the com- 
munity to which her reaching steeple points the way. She 


herself has been the mother of several other churches including 


the First Presbyterian Church of Babylon, the Sweet Hollow 
Presbyterian Church, Central Presbyterian Church of Hunt- 
ington, and Bethany Presbyterian Church of Huntington Sta- 
tion and she has welcomed many other faiths as they have 
come into the Town. They all have prospered, and who can 
gainsay that it was not Old First's pioneering that eased 
the way for all approaches to God and good? The compell- 
ing resonance of her bell, ringing through the Sabbath air, 
gives all men pause, and sends them to the fountains of their 
faith. May she always help. 


Printed by The Long-Islander 
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